United States Nonprofit Sector 2003 by Audrey R. Alvarado
The nonprofit, voluntary, civic, or charitable sector in the United States comprises a
vast and diverse set of organizations. From soup kitchens, daycare centers,
environmental, advocacy, and civil rights groups; to hospitals, educational institutions,
theatres, and faith based organizations, charitable organizations exist to serve and
promote the common good. In most corners of the United States you will find hard
working and committed individuals coming together to make their communities
stronger, safer, and better for all.
Nonprofit organizations are probably best known by the services they provide to
people in need. But it is important to remember that charitable organizations also
create the space and opportunity for individuals to engage in volunteerism and
become actively involved in civic life. By connecting people, inspiring altruism, and
giving voice to local and far-reaching concerns, nonprofits weave an uninterrupted
web of connection that binds communities together.
This report summarizes the most current data available on the nonprofit sector and
highlights the amazing breadth and scope of the sector. Through this report we aim to
build awareness of the vital role that nonprofits play in society and to educate
policymakers, journalists, and the public about the charitable sector.
While this report focuses on reporting nonprofits – those charitable organizations that
are required to file annually with the IRS and provide much of the data available on
the sector – it is important to note that the overwhelming majority of registered
charitable nonprofit organizations (66 percent or 548,777) are small in size and often
volunteer-led. They are not reflected in the data because their revenues did not
exceed $25,000 in 2003. From your local PTA to youth sports leagues to rescue
squads, these organizations are at work every day. Your community is enriched by the
role and presence of these critical nonprofits.
The National Council of Nonprofit Associations is pleased to present this report on the
United States charitable sector. We hope that it will enable you to gain a greater
appreciation and understanding of our nation’s charitable nonprofits. Charitable
organizations are beacons of hope and a cherished American resource for bringing
together communities, states, and the nation.
Audrey R. Alvarado, Ph.D.
Executive Director
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Size and Scope
In 2003, the most recent data available, there were 837,027 501(c)(3) charitable nonprofit organizations
in the United States. Of these, 288,150 charitable nonprofits had gross receipts of over $25,000 and
reported to the IRS. This report is based on information compiled on these 501(c)(3) charitable nonprofits
(hereafter referred to as “reporters”).
What’s in a name?
There are nearly 1.4 million 501(c) organizations in the United States. This report focuses on a unique
category of nonprofits, those classified as 501(c)(3) organizations. These organizations are classified by the
IRS as charitable nonprofits and private foundations. They are exempt from federal income tax, and are able to
receive tax deductible contributions from individuals and businesses. 501(c)(3) organizations must operate
“exclusively for religious, charitable, scientific, or educational purposes” and serve the common good. By law,
501(c)(3)s may not distribute profits to individuals or businesses.
Of the 837,027 501(c)(3) charitable
nonprofits, 66 percent (548,887) were small
charitable organizations that were not
required to file with the IRS. These small
nonprofits include youth sports leagues,
rescue squads, Parent/Teacher Associations,
and other small organizations with assets
under $25,000.
Private foundations represented 11 percent
(103,021) of registered 501 (c)(3)
organizations and 19 percent (66,398) of
reporting 501(c)(3)s.
FIGURE 1 The United States Nonprofit Sector,
2003
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Size and Scope, continued
Between 1993 and 2003, the number of reporters in the nonprofit sector grew by 68 percent, from
171,317 to 288,150. Expenditures by reporters totaled almost $945 billion and accounted for
approximately 9 percent of the gross domestic product of the United States in 2003.* Assets held by
these reporters also grew, from $866 billion in 1993 to over $1.76 trillion in 2003.
FIGURE 2 Reporting Charitable Nonprofits in
the United States, 1993-2003
*The U.S. Department of Commerce Bureau of Economic Analysis reports that U.S. Gross Domestic Product was $10.9
trillion in 2003.
National Council of Nonprofit Associations
4
United States Nonprofit SectorT h e
Sources of Revenue
Charitable organizations raise revenue from a variety of
sources (Figure 4). In 2003, reporters received over 72
percent of their revenue from programs and services, also
known as “fees for service.” Included in this broad
category is government funding in the form of vouchers
and contracts.
Private contributions from foundations and individual
donors comprised 14 percent of nonprofit revenues.
FIGURE 3 Reporting Charitable Nonprofits in the United States by Field, 2003
Types of Organizations
Human services organizations made up the largest group of reporters (34 percent). They provided a broad
spectrum of services including youth development, disaster relief, housing services, and family support. The next
largest categories included education (18 percent) and health care/mental health (13 percent).
Religion related/spiritual development organizations comprised 6 percent of reporters. However, the non-spiritual
programs provided by these organizations - such as mental health services or daycare - were not included in this
category of religion related/spiritual development. These special programs were categorized by the type of service
provided (Figure 3).
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Reporting Charitable Nonprofits in the United States by State, 2003
Assets
The majority of charitable nonprofits are small to
mid-size organizations. In 2003, 77 percent of
reporters had assets of less than $1 million (Figure
5). These small to mid-sized nonprofits held only 2
percent of the total assets of the sector (Figure 6).
In contrast, only 5 percent of reporting nonprofits had
greater than $10 million in assets in 2003 (Figure
5). However, these large organizations controlled
over 88 percent of the sector’s assets (Figure 6).
FIGURE 5 Reporting Charitable Nonprofits
 by Asset Level, 2003
FIGURE 6 Reporting Charitable Nonprofits
 by Total Assets of the Sector, 2003
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Assets and Expenditures
Nonprofit hospitals comprised less than 2 percent of reporters yet held almost 30 percent of the sector’s
assets. Human service organizations, on the other hand, comprised over a third of reporters, but held only 11
percent of the sector’s assets.
FIGURE 7 Number, Expenditures, and Assets of Reporting Charitable Nonprofits in the United States
by Field, 2003
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Where are they located?
42 percent of reporters are located in seven states—California, Florida, Illinois, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and
Texas. Charitable organizations in these states held 42 percent of the sector’s assets nationwide and accounted for 46
percent of total expenditures in 2003 (Figure 9).
In 2003, California and New York were home to the largest number of reporters - 33,292 and 21,879 respectively. In
addition, these two states held the greatest share of the sector’s assets at 9 percent each. Fewer reporters were found in
Wyoming (793), North Dakota (979), and Delaware (995).
Assets and Expenditures, continued
Organizations with over $10 million in assets
spent the most on lobbying and accounted for
over 60 percent of nonprofits’ lobbying
expenditures in 2003. Groups with assets
under $1 million only accounted for 12 percent
of all lobbying expenditures (Figure 8).
FIGURE 9 Reporting Charitable Nonprofits in the United States by State, 2003
FIGURE 8 Lobbying Expenditures for Reporting
Charitable Nonprofits by Asset Level, 2003
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The 10 largest foundations
in the United States held
over $93 billion in assets in
2003. This represents
almost 20 percent of
foundation assets
nationwide (Figure 11).
FIGURE 12 Top 10 United States Foundations by Total Giving, 2003
*Independent foundations are grantmaking organizations.  Corporate foundations are independent grantmakers with ties to
corporation benefactors. Operating foundations conduct research, provide a direct service, and distribute few grants.
Community foundations pool donations and make grants, usually in a specific community.
Foundations
According to the Foundation Center,
there were a total of 66,398
reporting foundations in the United
States in 2003, almost twice as many
as the 37,571 reported in 1993. In
2003, almost 90 percent of these
organizations were independent
foundations (Figure 10).*
The total assets of United States
foundations were over $476 billion in
2003, a growth of over 150 percent
from $189 billion in 1993. Their
combined giving totaled more than
$30 billion, almost triple the $11.1
billion awarded by foundations in
1993 (Figure 10).
The 10 largest foundations
in the United States
distributed over $4 billion in
2003, accounting for almost
15 percent of foundation
giving nationwide (Figure
12).
FIGURE 10 Overview of United States Foundations, 2003
FIGURE 11 Top 10 United States Foundations by Assets, 2003
Individual giving
The average charitable contribution of those who itemized deductions on their federal tax returns was $3,283
in 2003. Itemizers in Wyoming contributed the most of all Americans, with an average of $6,273. Itemizers in
Vermont contributed the least, with an average of $2,149.
Americans, who itemized deductions on their federal tax returns, contributed an average of 3.7 percent of total
income in 2003. Utah itemizers contributed the highest percentage of their income, with an average of 7.5
percent. Itemizers in New Hampshire, Vermont, and Rhode Island contributed the lowest percentage of their
income, with an average of 2.5 percent.
For more information, see:
National Council of Nonprofit Associations (http://www.ncna.org)
National Center for Charitable Statistics at the Urban Institute (http://www.nccs.urban.org)
Foundation Center (http://www.fdncenter.org)
The National Council of Nonprofit Associations (NCNA) is the network of state and regional
nonprofit associations serving over 22,000 members in 45 states and the District of Columbia.
NCNA links local organizations to a national audience through state associations and helps small
and mid-sized nonprofits: manage and lead more effectively; collaborate and exchange solutions;
save money through group buying opportunities; engage in critical policy issues affecting the sector;
and achieve greater impact in their communities.
National Council of Nonprofit Associations
1030 15th Street, NW, Suite 870  |  Washington, DC  20005
(202) 962-0322  |  fax: (202) 962-0321  |  www.ncna.org
FIGURE 13 Average Charitable Contribution
of Itemizers, 2003
FIGURE 14 Percent of Income Contributed by
Itemizers, 2003
This report was produced by the National Council of Nonprofit Associations. Copyright (c) 2006. This report is
based on the most recent available (Fiscal Year 2003) data from the National Center for Charitable Statistics at
the Urban Institute.
